Before being weaned, young primates must learn which plant species are suitable to eat, and how to process and combine them to meet their nutritional needs. This study provides a detailed investigation of the development of feeding behaviour in a wild population of western lowland gorillas observed in a bai habitat. The behaviour of 56 known immature individuals aged between 0 and 8 years was recorded at Mbeli Bai, Republic of Congo, using focal, scan and all-occurrence sampling over a period of 16 months. Results indicated that independent feeding skills were acquired by the end of infancy and did not undergo significant change beyond this point. However, suckling continued into the juvenile period, suggesting that some continued investment by the mother was necessary until the strength and skills of immatures developed, perhaps to enable self-sufficiency through periods of succulent fruit (assumed to be the most suitable weaning food) scarcity. This was supported by observations of an increase in feeding-related behaviour with age, particularly during infancy. Additionally, age-related differences in the species and plant parts selected by different age classes, as well as in levels of food processing, were apparent. Play feeding, suggested to be a precursor to independent feeding, was most prevalent in infancy, decreasing as feeding skills developed. Thus, it would appear, given that food transfer also occurs (Nowell & Fletcher, 2006), that feeding skills in western lowland gorillas are learned by a combination of exposure to and manipulation of food items, and probably also through the observation of conspecifics. Observations in a forest habitat are needed to improve our understanding of feeding development in this subspecies.
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Summary
Before being weaned, young primates must learn which plant species are suitable to eat, and how to process and combine them to meet their nutritional needs. This study provides a detailed investigation of the development of feeding behaviour in a wild population of western lowland gorillas observed in a bai habitat. The behaviour of 56 known immature individuals aged between 0 and 8 years was recorded at Mbeli Bai, Republic of Congo, using focal, scan and all-occurrence sampling over a period of 16 months. Results indicated that independent feeding skills were acquired by the end of infancy and did not undergo significant change beyond this point. However, suckling continued into the juvenile period, suggesting that some continued investment by the mother was necessary until the strength and skills of immatures developed, perhaps to enable self-sufficiency through periods of succulent fruit (assumed to be the most suitable weaning food) scarcity. This was supported by observations of an increase in feeding-related behaviour with age, particularly during infancy. Additionally, age-related differences in the species and plant parts selected by different age classes, as well as in levels of food processing, were apparent. Play feeding, suggested to be a precursor to independent feeding, was most prevalent in infancy, decreasing as feeding skills developed. Thus, it would appear, given that food transfer also occurs (Nowell & Fletcher, 2006) , that feeding skills in western lowland gorillas are learned by a combination of exposure to and manipulation of food items, and probably also through the observation of conspecifics. Observations in a forest habitat are needed to improve our understanding of feeding development in this subspecies.
Introduction
As young primates increase in age, they must learn to behave in a manner that will promote their survival and increase their reproductive success (Watts & Pusey, 1993) , while balancing energy expenditure (Watts, 1988; Milton, 1993) . The development of feeding skills is crucial to the survival of young primates, and their changing nutritional requirements dictate how much time must be spent feeding in order to obtain sufficient resources. Gorilla diet consists mainly of two food types: plant foods that are easily obtainable throughout the year but tend to provide little energy; and ephemeral, sparsely distributed fruit items which provide readily-available energy (Rogers et al., 1990; Byrne et al., 2001) . Western lowland gorillas (Gorilla gorilla gorilla) have been described as seasonal frugivores (Tutin et al., 1991; Remis, 1997) , feeding on up to 100 different species of fruit (Williamson et al., 1990) , in contrast to mountain gorillas (Gorilla beringei beringei) in the Virunga Volcanoes who feed on only six species of fruit (Watts, 1996) . The known composition of western lowland gorilla diet continues to grow, with new foods being added as studies progress (Tutin & Fernandez, 1993) . Between study sites, fruit is the most diverse aspect of western lowland gorilla diet and constitutes 70% of food species at Mondika and 51% at Bai Hokou (Rogers et al., 2004) . 50% of faecal samples from a study in Cameroon showed evidence of fruit consumption (Calvert, 1985) . During periods of fruit scarcity, the proportion of herbaceous vegetation in the diet of western lowland gorillas increases (Remis, 1997; Doran et al., 2002; Rogers et al., 2004) . They adopt a 'low energy' strategy by reducing daily path lengths and feeding on lower-quality herbaceous vegetation and more fibrous fruits than are usually selected (Rogers et al., 2004) . It is believed to be their large body size -and large colons with cellulose-digesting ciliates (Remis, 2000) -that enable individuals to process sufficient quantities of high-fibre food to meet their nutritional needs at these times, by retaining foods for longer in the gut (Remis, 1997 (Remis, , 2000 . It has been suggested that lignins, digestibility and protein content (Calvert, 1985) are significant factors in food selection for western lowland gorillas, and the proportions of these in gorilla diet will vary according to seasonal variation in food availability. In contrast, mountain gorilla diet shows very little temporal variability, with herbaceous vegetation fulfilling dietary needs throughout the year (Watts, 1984) . In addition, mountain gorillas display various adaptations re-
